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ABSTRACT
Many scholars have problematised the meaning that is nowadays 
attributed to the word salon, even if most of them still use it as a 
concept to study a specific female type of sociability. The regularity 
of the meetings, and the mixtures of gender, social groups and 
nationalities are mostly mentioned as the defining characteristics of 
a salon. Since these have a quantitative fundament it is surprising that 
most scholars only use qualitative methods. Analysing the receptions 
of the Italian countess Ersilia Caetani-Lovatelli, this article shows the 
value of quantitative research. It helps disproving old historiographical 
assumptions that are mostly related to the social composition and 
functioning of the gatherings. It also leads to a plea for using of the 
alternative concept of private sociability.
Introduction
Between the late fifteenth and the early decades of the twentieth centuries, the habit of 
receiving guests was a vital part of European culture. Gatherings were essential for the 
communication between political, social-economical and cultural-intellectual elites, funda-
mental for the transmission of ideas, and important for the emancipation of several social 
groups. It is not a great surprise that from their earliest days these meetings captured the 
imagination of artists and writers. It was only from the middle of the twentieth century, 
however, that scholars began to show real concern for what they called ‘salons’. After the 
Second World War, specialists from a wide range of fields including history, art history, literary 
theory and cultural studies initially presented accounts of well-known salons and their vis-
itors. In addition to some major synthesising studies, various contributions on less famous 
‘salonnières’ and their guests were published as well.
While this historiography has unquestionably enhanced our knowledge, there are some 
important challenges to be faced. This article is concerned with the methods that scholars 
have used so far, especially with the possibilities offered by the Digital Humanities. Until 
quite recently, researchers of sociability have stuck to qualitative methods, as I shall demon-
strate by briefly outlining the major contributions in the field. Employing the case study of 
the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century reception of the Italian countess Ersilia 
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Caetani-Lovatelli (1840–1925), I intend to introduce a relatively new research approach that 
combines qualitative, quantitative and digital methods. After inventorying the problems 
that arise when using these practices, and then discussing possible solutions, I conclude by 
presenting the most important results these methods can yield. In the end, these findings 
show that this approach leads to a better understanding of the social, cultural, intellectual 
and political dimensions of the social practice of receiving guests.
Historiography: Defining a Research Object
Even though the first individual studies on salons were published well before the Second 
World War, research really developed in the 1950s and 1960s.1 Interpreting primary sources, 
scholars began studying French and especially Parisian examples. They concluded that 
French salons had been an important institution for the nobility.2 Several publications traced 
the origin of salons back to the court culture of the Italian Renaissance, which had been 
copied by the French kings. Gradually aristocratic ladies had created salons of their own to 
function as a counterweight to the increasing power of the king. Moreover, some research 
suggested that salons increasingly would become an instrument of the emerging bourgeoi-
sie. 1960’s historiography also revealed that salons remained an important meeting place 
for intellectual, political and artistic French elites well into the first decades of the twentieth 
century.3
During the late 1960s, some scholars began asking if the French salon tradition had been 
unique. Soon they discovered traces of the phenomenon in most parts of Europe, from 
Ireland to Russia and from Norway to Italy.4 Many of their studies focused on the period 
roughly between 1600 and 1900 and argued that there had been different types of salons, 
even if the French and, more specifically, Parisian salons had always remained the major 
point of reference.5 Some stated that salons had been hosted and even visited by women 
primarily, like those of the English Bluestockings; others showed that gatherings conducted 
by a male host had existed as well, especially in Russia.6 The Cultural Turn and the emergence 
of women’s and gender studies in the 1970s further raised interest in the relationship 
between salons and women’s emancipation.7 The habit of receiving was now interpreted as 
an essentially feminine component of the male-dominated political arena, or viewed as a 
specifically female type of sociability.8 Thus research on salons helped history to become, 
or at least to be supplemented with, her-story.9
The debate on the social dimensions of salons gained further momentum with the 1989 
English translation of Jürgen Habermas’ Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit. Untersuchungen 
zu einer Kategorie der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft, a work originally published in 1962.10 
Habermas defined salons as a vital part of the bourgeois public sphere that peaked in the 
late eighteenth century. In his view, the intimacy of their private premises enabled salon-
nières to invite male guests and to freely air their own thoughts. Despite being criticised for 
his Marxist and ‘anti-feminist’ views, Habermas’ work proved fruitful.11 Using his concept – 
while avoiding his rigorous model-based views by acknowledging the diversity and versatility 
of salons – many scholars have since interpreted salons as (part of ) a unique contact zone 
between the public and the private spheres, a space which C. Dallett Hemphill has termed 
the ‘social sphere’.12
During the 1990s, some historians also tried to distinguish salons from other forms of 
sociability, such as the casino, the café, the club, the coffee house and the like.13 Roberto 
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Simanowski, for instance, defined a salon as a meeting in a semi-private place, organised at 
regular moments in time and conducted by a salonnière who emphasises conversation as 
its main activity; she receives visitors of both sexes, various social backgrounds and multiple 
nationalities, and welcomes all interesting guests. While using strict criteria, Simanowski 
acknowledged that his interpretation of the concept salon probably differed from meanings 
attributed to the word in the past.14
During the last decades, the etymology of the word ‘salon’ has thus been at the centre 
of debate. Various scholars have concluded that only during modern times was the term 
used to describe cultural and social gatherings.15 Most agree with the French historian 
Antoine Lilti, who argues that salons have been studied too exclusively as part of conven-
tional historiography, which has led to ‘a compilation of portraits and anecdotes.’16 The 
selective focus on some famous examples has resulted in an anachronistic reading of salons 
as a fundamental and well-defined cultural institution.17 Since the word salon became only 
fashionable in the late 1790s, Lilti proposes avoiding it and re-introduces the 1960’s concept 
of sociability as ‘a useful tool for understanding the social, political and cultural stakes 
attached to practices that were only weakly institutionalized.’18 Lilti studies a specific ‘worldly 
sociability’ of the wealthy urban elite, men and women alike, which consisted of regular 
gatherings in private residences. Like many scholars nowadays, he is influenced by the con-
cept of ‘private sociability’ that Peter Clark introduced in 2000 as a contrast to both ‘old-style’ 
male-dominated public sociability (i.e. streets, parliaments, courts and churches) and ‘new-
style’ public sociability in which men and women were active participants (all sociable activ-
ities related to the commercialisation of culture, including the tavern, coffee house, theatres 
etc.). Obviously – as Clark reminded us already in this study on British clubs – since forms of 
semi-private, semi-public sociability always existed, these concepts should not be seen as 
fixed, but as dynamic and porous.19
Historiography: Research Methods
At present, there is a fascinating research agenda, which aims at a better understanding of 
non-institutionalised (semi-)private sociability, including all related sites, practices and 
behaviours, including even the smallest examples. Nevertheless, the crucial question on 
how to study this sociability remains. Currently, a qualitative research approach still domi-
nates. This perspective comes as a surprise, since the debate centres on (semi-)private socia-
bility’s influence on forging group identities, processes of social in- and exclusion, and 
emancipation. As such, quantitatively analysing the social composition of places of private 
sociability would certainly contribute to finding more answers. So far, though, only a few 
studies have been published that are based on mapping social networks. Already in 1960, 
for instance, Albert Kaltenthaler had presented an overview of Parisian salon guests.20 Petra 
Wilhelmy-Dollinger followed his example in her 1989 dissertation, in which she offered very 
detailed lists of Berlin salon visitors.21 A statistical approach also dominates Deborah Hertz’ 
works on Jewish high society in Berlin, in which she mentions many salons, though without 
any real mapping of guests.22
At the moment, as a result of ever-increasing digitalisation, a rich array or sources is being 
made available, thereby creating myriad new opportunities for scholars.23 A recent quanti-
tative take on (semi-)private sociability that fully embraces all digital possibilities is Stanford 
University’s Mapping the Republic of Letters project.24 A specific section of this collaboration 
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is dedicated to salons, of which the case study at hand is part.25 All affiliated scholars create 
large data-sets that include the names and most important life facts of salon attendees. 
These allow us to draw comparisons between a range of gatherings. They also enable us to 
better analyse processes of cultural transfer, thus compensating for historiography’s 
long-standing neglect of the international dimensions of (semi-)private sociability.26
In regard to eighteenth century, for example, the Stanford Salon Project is already impres-
sive, particularly in contrast to the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.27 This is due to 
the fact that, compared to early modern sources, digitalising material from the modern 
period lags behind by a large margin, especially in regard to southern and central/eastern 
Europe. Important initiatives are now beginning to emerge, though.28 The following analysis 
of the Italian salon of Ersilia Caetani-Lovatelli, which combines quantitative and qualitative 
methods, should be seen as a step in this process of propelling new research on modern 
(semi-)private sociability in various parts of Europe and the rest of the world.
Ersilia Caetani-Lovatelli: A Short Biography
Ersilia Caetani-Lovatelli was born in Rome in 1840. Her mother, the Polish Countess Calista 
Rzewuska (1810–1842) not only showed talent as a composer but also befriended famous 
colleagues like Chopin and Beethoven. Inspired by Ersilia’s grandmother (i.e. Rosalie Rzwuska-
Lubomirska (1788–1865), who hosted one of the most influential Viennese ‘Teetischen’ of 
her time), Calista started extending her own invitations.29 She continued to do so after she 
went on a Grand Tour to Italy, where she met the duke Michelangelo Caetani, whom she 
married in 1840. Michelangelo (1804–1882), descendant of one of Rome’s most prestigious 
noble families, dedicated his life to politics, arts, literature and science. From a young age, 
he opened the doors of his Palazzo Caetani in the heart of Rome to many persons.30 Calista’s 
and Michelangelo’s gatherings were irregular and therefore do not match the criteria most 
modern-day scholars attribute to a salon. Even so, many visitors – including royals like the 
British King Edward VII and writers such as Stendhal and Balzac – referred to these gatherings 
using the French salon or the Italian equivalent salotto.31
Michelangelo continued to invite guests even after Calista died giving birth to Ersilia’s 
brother Onorato. The two children grew up profiting from a lavish education. Ersilia learned 
several modern European languages, as well as Latin, Greek and Sanskrit, and she fashioned 
herself as an archaeologist. She published a great deal on Roman history and became a 
member of several academies.32 She was supported not only by her father but also by her 
husband, Count Giacomo Lovatelli (1832–1879), whom she married in 1859 but who died 
in 1879, leaving Ersilia responsible for the upbringing of their six children. Many of her friends 
were amazed that she even had time left to host what became known as the most important 
meeting place of Rome between 1870 and 1915.
Ersilia received guests in the Palazzo Lovatelli at the Piazza Campitelli, also in the heart 
of Rome, not far from her father’s palace. Her receptions were open to all persons involved 
in politics, science and culture regardless of their political or philosophical views. Ersilia 
invited her guests not by sending official invitations but by delivering a small card with her 
name and address, or by writing a short but personal message. She also allowed regular 
attendees to introduce new guests. In contrast to many other gatherings of her time, Ersilia’s 
were set up without clear rules. The lack of a fixed seating arrangement shocked many 
diplomats, for instance, while the French novelist Émile Zola was surprised to see most guests 
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wearing casual clothing.33 Partly the result of her flexibility, Caetani-Lovatelli’s receptions 
grew so popular that she decided to receive on two regular days, Thursdays and Sundays. 
She continued to do so until 1915, when she was forced to withdraw from public life because 
of an illness that would keep her bedridden until her death in 1925.34
Traditional Interpretations: The Historiography of Ersilia Caetani-Lovatelli’s 
‘Salon’
To some extent, scholars have already shown interest in the receptions of Caetani-Lovatelli. 
Once they began searching for salons outside of France, they soon came to argue that Italy 
had had its own tradition. Rome, however, was thought to be the great exception. The long-
time dominance of the Catholic Church would have made a free exchange of thought impos-
sible. Also, Catholic ideology would have restricted women to the private sphere.35 As Pierre 
Musitelli has argued, research on Rome’s sociability suffered from two shortcomings. Firstly, 
Italian historiography until quite recently focused exclusively on the history of ideas and of 
literature; social and cultural practices were hardly seen as a serious topic. Secondly, the few 
studies that were published followed the rhetoric of Rome’s foreign visitors, who were more 
interested in Rome’s heroic past than its contemporary sociability.36 Moreover, their views 
on Rome were so idealised and romanticised beforehand that they could only be disap-
pointed when confronted with the reality of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Rome. In 
their travelogues and other personal documents they often repeated the negative stereo-
types of the city that had been commonplace since the eighteenth century. Rome was 
described as a dead city belonging to the past.37
The first to break with this academic tradition and to really investigate Rome’s social cli-
mate was Fiorella Bartoccini.38 In her 1977 study of the Caetani family she presents Ersilia as 
the grande dame of Rome’s intellectual and cultural life, and her ‘salon’ as a meeting place 
for intellectuals, archaeologists in particular. She also very briefly touches upon Ersilia’s 
unique position as a ‘salonnière’. According to Bartoccini, the countess, as the daughter of 
one of Rome’s most important liberal politicians, was the only hostess who could invite 
guests without taking into account the Church’s moral imperatives. Without actually mapping 
Ersilia’s guests, Bartoccini states that the salon’s composition was national rather than inter-
national, even though she acknowledges the presence of some German archaeologists and 
the importance of the salon for the relationship between Italy and the rest of Europe. She 
also argues that naming the guests would be senseless, since Ersilia simply welcomed ‘tutti 
i “grandi” personaggi del momento.’39
More recent studies have mirrored or even repeated Bartoccini’s research exactly. Paolo 
Lemme, for instance, also challenges the idea of the absence of salons in Rome. 40 Yet just 
like Bartoccini’s, his publications lack a clear method and analysis. He only superficially 
sketches the lives of some hosts and hostesses who lived in Rome, including Caetani-Lovatelli. 
In all cases, he haphazardly drops the names of some of the ‘most important’ guests. In 
relation to Ersilia, he lists the likes of Theodor Mommsen, Giovanni Battista De Rossi, Franz 
Liszt, Hippolyte Taine, Émile Zola, Giosuè Carducci and Gabriele D’Annunzio. Clearly these 
celebrities’ (occasional) appearances lent Ersilia’s gatherings prestige, but Lemme failed to 
analyse if they also had more substantial influence. It remains unclear how frequently these 
luminaries visited, in addition to how they related to other attendees, especially the habitués. 
Like Lemme, Maria Teresa Mori in her Salotti. La sociabilità delle élite nell’Italia dell’Ottocento 
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considers Bartoccini’s work to be authoritative. She stresses the importance of Ersilia’s salon 
in the development of a political-cultural infrastructure in Rome, naming some of the famous 
politicians who paid visits.
Keener insight into Ersilia’s receptions, however, was offered in the volume Salotti e ruolo 
femminile in Italia tra fine Seicento e primo Novecento (2003). In her contribution, Paola Ghione 
analyses Caetani-Lovatelli’s meetings by comparing its features to the main characteristics 
of salons.41 She recounts some important topics of conversation and questions the venue’s 
value for women’s emancipation. While she briefly touches upon the composition of visitors, 
her work seems to be based on a rather random and arbitrary use of easily accessible sources 
that are thus all related to famous guests. An account of all the sources related to Ersilia’s 
receptions is lacking, as is information about the overall population of the visitors, including 
the less famous. Like the publications mentioned before, Ghione’s would have benefitted 
from a quantitative foundation.
A Revisionist Interpretation: A New Approach to Ersilia Caetani-Lovatelli’s 
Receptions
The lack of a quantitative approach is undoubtedly partly the result of the complex source 
material related to Ersilia’s receptions. During my research, I never discovered a diary or any 
guest lists of Caetani-Lovatelli’s pranzi. At her behest upon her death in 1925, part of her 
estate was brought to the Accademia dei Lincei, Italy’s most prestigious academy, of which 
Ersilia had been a member. One soon realises that this personal archive is not complete: the 
500 letters in the Lincei are all addressed to or sent from Lovatelli’s nephew, the politician 
and orientalist Leone Caetani, and the German archaeologists Wilhelm Henzen, Christian 
Hülsen and Eduard Gerhard. If Ersilia really had been a famous archaeologist and salonnière, 
one would expect more correspondents. Rather surprisingly, the Archivio Caetani, the family’s 
archive in Rome, has even less to offer.
Accordingly, the letters in the Lincei became my starting point. Despite my previous 
misgivings, they proved promising after all, in that they contained the names of others who 
visited Ersilia’s gatherings. These references sent me on a long journey through various 
archives and libraries, including the Vatican Library, the Biblioteca Angelica, the Biblioteca 
Vallincelliana, the Archivio di Stato di Roma, the Archivio Giovanni Pascoli, the Archivio di 
Stato di Napoli, the Biblioteca Marucelliana, the Bibliothèque Méjanes, the Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France, the Nationalbibliothek Wien, the Institut für Österreichische 
Geschichtsforschung Wien, the Royal Academy of Arts, the Thorvaldsens Museum Arkivet 
København, the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin, the Victoria University Library in Toronto and 
many others. The personal documents I found there presented me with new names, which 
sent me to still other places.
This quest eventually enabled me to write down the persons whom I could confirm as Ersilia’s 
guests. I decided that this could only be established by at least one testimonial for this visit other 
than Ersilia’s, or that of the attendee. A mentioning by both of them sufficed. As a result some 
20 persons fell off, including Edvard Grieg, Henrik Ibsen and Thomas Mann. Indeed, it is interesting 
to note that those excluded were well known. It could well be that less famous guests in their 
notes sometimes made up meeting famous persons in order to accentuate the salon’s impor-
tance as well as their own. Another reason for such a single mention could be that for some of 
the guests a celebrity’s visit to Ersilia’s palace was a negligible part of a routine social practice.
CULTURAL AND SOCIAL HISTORY  7
The example of Thomas Mann reveals another methodological dilemma. Ersilia’s archive 
in the Accademia dei Lincei contains a small visiting card of a certain ‘Th. Mann’. In fact, 
between 1896 and 1897, Mann lived and worked in Italy, together with his brother Heinrich. 
A search in the Thomas Mann-Archiv Zürich, however, did not lead to any proof of a visit to 
Palazzo Lovatelli. At the same time, working from the suggestions of the Germanists Elisabeth 
Galvan and Ida Porena, the noted Mann scholar Ruprecht Wimmer has formulated the 
hypothesis that Mann modelled his fictional character of Madame de Coniar on Ersilia.42 
Madame de Coniar plays a small role in Mann’s 1947 novel Doktor Faustus, Das Leben des 
deutschen Tonsetzers Adrian Leverkühn, erzählt von einem Freunde. In the novel a certain 
Serenus Zeitblom recounts the life story of his friend, the composer Adrian Leverkühn, who 
makes a pact with the devil in order to create perfect music. Madame de Coniar appears in 
the novel when in 1910 and 1911 Leverkühn lives in Italy together with his friend Rüdiger 
Schildknapp. Both men avoid social life, but decide to visit Madame de Coniar, a lady of 
undefined origin but a famous patroness of the arts. In her palace at the via del Corso they 
encounter a mixture of Italian, French, Hungarian and Polish artists, actors and musicians. 
Even if Ersilia did not reside at the Corso, Mann’s description of Madame de Coniar’s interior 
resembles hers. Elisabeth Galvan has also argued that Ersilia was the only late nineteenth-cen-
tury Roman salonnière who invited such variety of people.43
Galvan’s statement is obviously problematic given the lack of quantitative salon research 
in general, and on Rome’s social venues in particular. At the same time, arguments made by 
her and Wimmer lead to the tantalising question as to what sources we might use to uncover 
visitors. Should literary works be included? Does a calling card count as evidence? Since I 
wanted to create the most authentic view of Ersilia’s receptions, I decided to not include 
persons whose visits I could only deduce from these kinds of sources.
Limiting myself to personal notes and correspondences, then, I was able to track down 
284 persons who definitely visited Ersilia. I collected their names in a data-set (see https://
public.tableau.com/profile/floris.meens#!/vizhome/ErsiliaCaetani-Lovatellissalon/Sheet1), 
which furthermore includes their nationality, sex, dates of birth and death, social origin 
(being titled or not), profession, the cultural and social domains that they had been active 
in, and a short biography for all of them.44 The dataset can be viewed in Table 1. The data-set 
leads to findings, hypotheses and classifications that can be compared to and verified with 
the written sources.
This approach has problems of its own.45 The data-set and the related percentages suggest 
a definiteness that obviously is false. Every time I was convinced that there were no more 
sources available, I was confronted with yet another letter that included the name of a pos-
sible ‘Ersilian’ guest. Also, the names of the guests needed to be checked very carefully: there 
were persons who shared the same names. Some names were spelled in different ways, 
leading to a separate and therefore double registration in the database. Such was also the 
case with persons that were known under their pseudonym, including Anatole France and 
Sibilla Aleramo. Then there is the data-set’s disregard for differences between individuals 
who visited Ersilia only once, and the habitués. Luckily the digital humanities offer tools to 
distinguish them. More problematic is the omission of the exact visiting dates, for they would 
shed more light on who might have met whom, even if we would still need the written 
sources to verify. I am working on these dates at the moment, and, as we will see later on, 
one of the results is that Ersilia’s receptions differed from day to day, in addition to the fact 
that their social composition evolved quite radically over time.


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































64   F. MEENS
Another issue is the objectivity that the data-set suggests. In order to make the visitors’ 
names meaningful, however, I had to use rather subjective ordering criteria (gender, nation-
ality (for this period a tricky category in itself ), profession, milieu, social status etc.), and 
enriched the data-set with additional data about the attendees’ identity. The professions 
and cultural domains were particularly difficult to classify. As I will explore in depth later in 
this article, during the nineteenth century individuals often did not have one permanent 
profession. Also, in many studies on salons the visitors are referred to by naming the profes-
sions that made them famous, whereas it is not always certain that when their actual visit 
took place they were employed as such. In my research this is true for Romain Rolland, who 
would become a famous novelist but visited Ersilia when he was still a student. Since Ersilia 
maintained contact with him as she did with most young persons, I decided to categorise 
them also according to the professions they had later in their lives. In yet other cases, such 
as collecting art, it is difficult to judge whether it is legitimate to call the activity a profession. 
For my data-set, I only considered something a profession when it was a structural part of 
the individual’s livelihood. Yet then there is still the dilemma of how to describe them. Should 
a professor of ancient history be called an ancient historian, a historian or just a scientist/
professor? In most cases, I chose a term in-between the most specific and the most general. 
I thus categorised the professor of ancient history as a ‘historian’.
Some visitors were involved in several social and cultural fields. The next question is, 
therefore, what criteria should be used to decide whether to mention an activity in the data-
set. I decided only to include the visitor’s structural (long-term) practices. It is also important 
to note that I chose general descriptions for these (i.e. ‘science’). In some cases, my catego-
rising is also rather vague. Such is the case with ‘high society’, a category which obviously 
applies to all of Ersilia’s guests, but which I reserved for those individuals for whom the social 
practice of visiting was their main occupation. While many of her male visitors held one or 
even more official positions, for most women this was hardly an option given nineteenth-cen-
tury gender conventions and restrictions. Their over-representation in the category ‘high 
society’ is therefore telling but also misleading.
Bearing these reservations in mind, the data-set is still an excellent point of departure for 
studying sociability since it offers an overview of information that is otherwise complex and 
entangled. Together with the digital tool Palladio, created by Stanford University’s 
Humanities + Design research lab, the data-set leads to some exciting new interpretations 
of Ersilia’s receptions, while it also helps us to better understand the complexity of pre-twen-
tieth century (semi-)private sociability.
Results
In his diary, the Austro-Czech archaeologist and art dealer Ludwig Pollak (1868–1943) char-
acterises Ersilia’s network: ‘Die Gesellschaft, in der sehr wenige Damen waren, war immer 
interessant, man traf dort außer Gelehrten große Künstler, Diplomaten, (…), einige 
Parlamentarier, Minister und Journalisten’ (‘The company, in which there were very few ladies, 
was always interesting; besides scholars, you met great artists, diplomats there (…) some 
parliamentarians, ministers and journalists’).46 Indeed, looking at the data-set one can only 
be amazed by the number of famous intellectuals that Ersilia welcomed. Athough I have not 
been able to include the precise dates of visits in the data-set yet, it is clear that some of the 
most famous guests only visited occasionally (Zola, Tolstoy, Steiner, Bourget), while others 
CULTURAL AND SOCIAL HISTORY  65
belonged to the habitués (Liszt, Carducci, D’Annunzio, Mommsen, Taine, Gregorovius). In 
any case, their appearance lent Palazzo Lovatelli its prestige. Some of the individuals in the 
data-set are not that famous any more, however. Concentrating on those whose fame has 
withstood the test of time therefore does not lead to a complete analysis. The ego documents 
of some of these less-esteemed individuals are often harder to track down but offer a great 
deal of information.
Pollak’s remark suggests that Ersilia’s Palazzo was often packed with people. The sources 
reveal that, even if the palace was a favourite amongst the city’s (inter)national elite, mostly 
it was not as crowded and lively as the word ‘salon’ suggests. The countess herself also never 
spoke of it as such, although she did employ the Italian equivalent (salotto) to indicate the 
various drawing rooms in which she welcomed her guests. Ersilia called her receptions pranzi 
(pranzo in singular), a word that nowadays means lunch but in late nineteenth century 
indicated refreshments offered in the late afternoon. Ersilia’s guests used a great variety of 
words, ranging from afternoon tea to soirée (indeed the meetings often ran deep into the 
evening). This could indicate that Ersilia and her visitors were familiar with, and wanted to 
distance themselves from, the romanticised representation of salons that began to flourish 
during the nineteenth century.47
More fundamentally Ludwig Pollak’s memoir leads to the question regarding what differ-
ent social and cultural fields Ersilia’s guests represented. In outlining my method above, I 
already indicated that professions are a rather troublesome category for this period of time. 
Many of Ersilia’s guests held several positions during their lifetimes. One hundred and thirty 
nine of them (49%) worked as scholars, in various fields of academe; 74 of the guests held 
positions as politicians. Caetani-Lovatelli also welcomed 14 artists, 10 art collectors, 5 com-
posers and a handful of pianists, singers, actors, impresarios and theatre managers. I will 
take a closer look at the representatives of the various professions later on. First of all, it is 
important to note that even though I decided not to be too specific when describing a 
profession, the data-set indicates that Caetani-Lovatelli’s 284 visitors still combine up to 
more than 175 unique combinations of professions. The Palladio application enables us to 
unravel these, making clear that some couplings were more common than others. For 
instance, as can be viewed in Figure 1, 12 of the visitors were active both as writers and 
politicians. The relatively high frequency of this combination is caused by the fact that some 
writers (and artists) were appointed senator for life because of their artistic qualities. Then 
there are combinations that were rather rare. Only Ersilia’s nephew Leone Caetani, for 
instance, worked as an Arabist, orientalist, Islamologist, historian and politician at once.
Most studies on (semi-)private sociability to date have focused on famous visitors and 
their professions. My data-set, and the category of cultural fields in particular, offers an 
alternative reading. Since I used more general, less specific descriptions for these, the number 
of unique combinations is smaller. More important, the data-set reveals that Ersilia’s visitors 
were often involved in many different cultural and social domains, which in some cases were 
far removed from their own official profession(s). Figure 2 maps the cultural fields (high-
lighted) in which all of the academicians were involved, showing that apart from scholarship 
they were active in journalism, politics, arts and religion as well. The written sources confirm 
that many guests participated in conversations that did not correlate with their own careers. 
Indeed (semi-)private sociability existed by virtue of visitors who were interested in various 
topics and represented a society in which the specialisation of knowledge was not too far 
developed.48
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Figure 2. the cultural fields in which the academicians who visited Palazzo lovatelli were involved.
Figure 1. Ersilia’s guests who were both writer as well as politician.
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The data-set also confirms Ludwig Pollak’s observation that Ersilia welcomed only a few 
women. 91% of her guests were male. We must not forget, however, that they often brought 
their wives when making their appearance in Palazzo Lovatelli. Unfortunately, since most of 
these women are hardly mentioned in the sources, they have not made it into the data-set. 
This is true for ladies such as Countess Santafiora (Vincenza Sforza-Cesarini), Countess 
Colleani, Countess Pasolini, Princess Baratov, Princess Ponteziani, Princess Venosa, Marquise 
Lucifero-Acton, and Lady Violet Currie. In a letter to his mother Romain Rolland notes that 
while some women were present when he visited Ersilia, their role in the conversation was 
restricted.49 His remark might be interpreted as an attempt to affirm nineteenth-century 
gender conventions, but also corresponds with Maria Teresa Mori’s finding that in most 
Italian and other European salons, women were only sporadically the centres of attention, 
while in some cases they were only used as decoys.50 Even though Ersilia herself rarely 
explicitly reflected on her selection policies, she once wrote to the Florentine philosopher 
Augusto Conti (1822–1905): ‘Venga dunque, e la sua fedeltà sarà ricompensata dalla eterea 
apparizione di una donna bellissima, una rara avis [a rare bird, F.M.], che abbaglierà gli occhi 
di tutto il collegio. Bella… bellissima… venga dunque e mi ringrazierà’. (‘Therefore come, 
and your loyalty will be rewarded with the appearance of a beautiful woman, a rara avis, 
who will bedazzle the eyes of the entire assembly. Beautiful … very beautiful … so come 
and you will thank me’.)51 The Italian art historian and architect Antonio Muñoz (1884–1960) 
also recalls that Ersilia used women to calm the ardent discussions between her male visitors. 
She simply invited a lady to sit in-between the troublemakers.52
Caetani-Lovatelli corresponded with only a handful of women, who were mostly of her 
own age or somewhat younger. Just like the low percentage of women in the database this 
was probably the consequence of her selecting policy: she invited only individuals who 
already achieved something or would very soon be able to do so within scholarship, politics, 
or the arts. For women – especially in Italy, this was hard to accomplish since they hadn’t 
gained full access to the public sphere.53 Some women still succeeded in being welcomed 
in Palazzo Lovatelli as independent guests. Most of them were writers. Indeed, in comparison 
to their overall presence (9%), the amount of women in the cultural field of literature was 
relatively high (25%). This was probably due to the fact that for Italian women, writing was 
one of the ‘easiest’ ways of achieving public success.54 The sources underscore the countess’s 
significance for these female authors. She supported the careers of women like Rina Faccio, 
Dora Melegari and Grazia Deledda (the first woman to be awarded the Nobel Prize in 
Literature in 1926), as well as the Neapolitan author Clelia Romano Pellicano, who dedicated 
her novella La dote (1907) to Ersilia.55
The hostess acted as a mentor and impresario, bringing women into contact with pub-
lishers, editors and literary critics that she already knew from her own publishing experience, 
including Maggiorino Ferraris and Giovanni Cena, Ferdinando Martini, Annibale Gabrielli 
and Carlo Segrè, Angelo Sommaruga, and Édouard Rod. Obviously these critics, editors and 
publishers were significant for male authors who visited Ersilia as well, such as Antonio 
Fogazzaro and Cesare Pascarella. But for women authors they were paramount, since they 
offered them the key to public recognition that was otherwise very hard to gain.
In order to break down the persistent gender restrictions most of the women who visited 
supported early forms of feminism. Caetani-Lovatelli never wrote about women’s rights, but 
indirectly we can deduce her views on la questione femminile. Ersilia participated in the 
Società per l’istruzione superiore della donna (1874), which was presided over by Teresa de 
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Gubernatis (1832–1893), her good friend (and salon habituée) who taught philosophy of 
law at the Sapienza University and strongly rejected the oppression of women. This associ-
ation, which strove to improve women’s education, took part in The World’s Congress of 
Representative Women, organised in Chicago in 1893. Since Ersilia served on its advisory 
board, we may assume that she endorsed its emancipatory objectives.56 It is also clear that 
Ersilia supported lectures on feminism at the Accademia dei Lincei.57 Moreover, she was 
patroness of the Premio Milli, which was awarded every year to a woman who had achieved 
something special in the fields of culture or science. Ersilia nominated several women, includ-
ing the writer Sofia Bisi-Albini (1856–1919), who was known for her strong feminist views, 
which she promoted in her journal, the Rivista per le signorine.58
Ersilia also used her wide network to support feminism. She introduced Bisi-Albini to Rina 
Faccio (1876–1960), who worked for various feminist journals, including Vita Moderna and 
Italia femminile. Bisi-Albini encouraged Faccio to contribute to her Rivista. This helped Faccio’s 
audience to grow steadily. Using the pseudonym Sibilla Aleramo, Faccio also wrote literary 
works. In her first, decidedly autobiographical novel, Una donna (1906), she portrays a strong 
young woman named Sibilla, who frees herself from the dominant male figures around her 
and starts working for feminist journals. The novel, which is often viewed as Italy’s first fem-
inist work of literature, was praised in Ersilia’s salon, not only by the hostess but also by Dora 
Melegari (1849–1924), who, apart from her journalistic articles, published many novellas 
and novels of her own under the pseudonym Forsan.59 From 1887 onwards, she was director 
of the Revue internationale, promoting the careers of women like Faccio.60
It is interesting to note that Melegari organised her own receptions to support the Unione 
per il bene italiana, an institution supporting women’s rights that she founded in 1894. While 
Roberta Fossati in her 2004 account on this ‘salon’ does not strive at presenting an overview 
of the visitors, the names that appear in her article suggest remarkable similarities with 
Ersilia’s guests.61 Melegari invited some of the women that were welcomed by Ersilia, includ-
ing the poetess Vittoria Aganoor and the pianist, composer and Russian princess Nadine 
Helbig. The latter hosted famous receptions as well, which, as an exception, Ersilia herself 
visited.62 While much more quantitative research is needed, this all indicates that during the 
fin-de-siècle, Italian and, more specifically, Roman salonnières were in close contact and 
invited similar groups of people.63
Ersilia, however, remained the grande dame among Rome’s hostesses, for whom she 
functioned as a prime example. This was true for the British scholar Eugénie Sellers-Strong 
(1860–1943). Educated at Cambridge’s Girton College, she was the first woman to be wel-
comed at the British School in Athens. Later on, she went to Rome, meeting many fellow 
archaeologists and art historians in Ersilia’s palace. In 1909 Sellers-Strong was appointed 
vice-director of the British School in Rome. Following Ersilia’s example, she opened the doors 
of her Roman house for the intellectual elite until her death in 1943.64 Sellers-Strong was 
not the only learned woman to visit Ersilia and be inspired by her. As mentioned before, the 
social composition of Ersilia’s gatherings changed over time. The number of learned women 
grew by and large, most probably as a result of higher education opening up to women all 
over Europe, who found their way to Rome. The countess welcomed such educated women 
as the famous German art historian Marie Louise Gothein (1863–1931), and her colleague 
and countrywoman Henriette Hertz (1846–1913).
This already indicates how cosmopolitan Caetani-Lovatelli’s receptions were, a charac-
teristic that is further revealed in the data-set. As can be viewed in Figure 3, Ersilia welcomed 
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people from all over the world, including the Brazilian writer Carlos Magalhães de Azeredo, 
the Indian scientist José Gerson da Cunha and the American concert singer Tryphosa Bates-
Batcheller. Europe was Caetani-Lovatelli’s main source, however. At 63%, the Italians 
accounted for the majority, though the Germans and the French were well represented too, 
at 15 and 14%, respectively. Given previous statements of Bartoccini and Mori, who both 
claimed that Ersilia’s salon had functioned as a corridor between Italy and Germany in par-
ticular, it is surprising to see that the German and French were quite evenly represented, 
even though these percentages obviously tell us little about the frequency of visits.
Especially international was the group of scholars, which accounted for 49% of the total 
population. It is interesting to note that while the majority of Ersilia’s French scholar-visitors 
lived and worked in Paris, the Germans were more evenly divided over their homeland (see 
Figure 4). This can be related to the difference in the intellectual culture between the two 
Figure 3. the residences of Ersilia Caetani-lovatelli’s guests.
Figure 4. the European residences of Ersilia Caetani-lovatelli’s guests.
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nation-states. As Christophe Charle has reported, in France the capital was the only place of 
real scholarly activity, while in Germany research was at the core of most of universities and 
was supported by the prominent position of private teachers. Moreover, Germany’s relatively 
late unification had resulted in the decentralisation of, and competition between, intellectual 
centres.65
Most of Ersilia’s academic guests were philologists and archaeologists (mapped in Figure 5), 
which is not surprising given Ersilia’s own occupation.66 During the 1870s, she mostly invited 
archaeologists and philologists that she already knew from various academies. Most of them 
came from Northern Europe, reflecting the dominant position of the Germans and Danes 
within the Instituto di Corrispondenza Archeologica, which was founded in 1829 by those 
who shared a love for Antiquity and an interest in excavating its remains. Rome, as the cradle 
of Western civilisation, possessed a great allure for many Europeans, who, urged by nation-
alism and romanticism, came to the Eternal City hoping to discover their own national his-
tories and identities.67 During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, several 
European governments decided to facilitate this kind of academic quest. All over Rome, but 
particularly in the Valle Giulia, national institutes were established.68 While academics from 
all over Europe had always shared their ideas in Latin and Italian – for instance at the inter-
national Instituto di Corrispondenza Archeologica – their governments now encouraged 
competition. The Instituto became a German affair, with all languages except German and 
Latin being abolished.69
The nationalisation of academic life in the Eternal City offered new prospects to Ersilia. 
From the 1880s onwards, the number of nationalities amongst the archaeologists and phi-
lologists in her drawing rooms grew. In her library the Germans, Danes, and French now met 
their Belgian, Italian, British and Czech colleagues, delivered lectures and discussed the latest 
discoveries and ideas. When conflicts arose between archaeologists from different countries, 
Figure 5. the archaeologists (left) and philologists (right) who visited Caetani-lovatelli.
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Ersilia helped restore relationships. After one such disagreement, for instance, she helped 
the German classical scholar Theodor Mommsen get permission from the Italian archaeol-
ogist Giuseppe Fiorelli to analyse Sicilian inscriptions.70 After 1870, moreover, the right to 
excavate in the city of Rome was hotly debated, amongst not only foreign scholars but 
Italians as well. Those who worked for the new national government faced fierce opposition 
from those who stayed loyal to the Vatican, or those who were employed by the municipality. 
Caetani-Lovatelli successfully functioned as a mediator, for example, in a dispute between 
the Italian minister Ruggiero Bonghi and the Pope about the right to excavate the Roman 
catacombs. In a letter to Bonghi, we read: ‘‘Carissimo De Rossi, Bonghi venne ieri sera da me, 
espressamente per narrarmi, come il Papa male informato intorno all’affare delle catacombe 
di Sta Agnese avesse pianto di dolore udendo che la chiave delle predette catacombe 
sarebbe stata tolta a Lei. Bonghi molto dolente di un tale malinteso, m’incarica pregarla a 
voler rettificare la cosa presso il Papa, dicendogli che esso non ha mai avuto in animo di fare 
una cosa simile. La chiave della Roma Sotterranea, non verrà tolta al suo Re. Le aggiungerò 
inoltre che il Ministro (…) Le catacombe quindi non corrono da questo lato alcun pericolo 
(…)’. (‘Dearest De Rossi, yesterday evening Bonghi visited me specially to inform me that the 
Pope, ill-informed about the affair related to the catacomb of Sta. Agnese, was crying with 
sorrow when he heard that the key of this catacomb would be taken from you. Bonghi, 
saddened by this misunderstanding, has requested me to ask you if you would be willing 
to rectify the matter with the Pope, and to tell him that he never intended to do such thing. 
The key to the Roman Underground will not be taken over by his King. (…) The catacombs 
therefore do not run any risk from this side’).71
Ersilia’s receptions were not only influenced by the nationalising or ideological trends in 
academic life. The data-set also points to another important development. The category 
‘cultural domain’ shows the increasing professionalisation and specialisation of knowledge. 
Out of the 80 scholars born before 1850, 51 (63%) were dedicating their lives to academe 
completely. They didn’t have an official position in another field. Out of the 62 scholars who 
were born after 1850, 47 did so (75%), while for those born after 1860 it is as high as 80% (29 
out of 36). The written sources also reveal that the scholars were a robust group, which by 
and large became more segregated from the others. During the course of the nineteenth 
century, archaeology professionalised. Many members of the old Instituto di Corrispondenza 
Archeologica were in favour of separating archaeology from art history, while some of them 
introduced new and more sustainable excavation methods as well. These would gradually 
replace the practices of dilettantes that had defined archaeological interest since 
Renaissance.72
For hostesses like Ersilia this process towards the specialisation of knowledge had major 
implications. As we have seen already, conversation had always thrived on individuals that 
were involved in various cultural fields. Now that academic discussions became more spe-
cialised, it was more difficult for non-academics to join. Ersilia tried to compensate for this 
by stimulating small talk. In his autobiography the German-Baltic artist, philosopher and 
poet Elisàr von Kupffer recalls how Ersilia managed to converse with each guest, making 
them feel at ease, sometimes by hiding her own erudition.73 She also used her great sense 
of humour. She interrupted serious conversations with comical interventions, such as the 
baptism of one of her cats. Antonio Muñoz remembers that ‘in the salon of donna Ersilia, 
one did not only discuss archaeology, but a flock of beautiful ladies delighted [the visitors] 
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with friendly banter about fashion, adventures and love affairs …’. 74 Muñoz also points to 
the masquerades that Ersilia organised during her New Year’s receptions and Carnival.
Yet obviously the main conversation in Ersilia’s salon was serious, influenced by and itself 
influencing the specialist trends taking place in learned culture. This might have affected 
the sizes of the different age groups in Ersilia’s salon. Most of the generations were quite 
evenly represented. Caetani-Lovatelli’s own was the best represented (42 out of 281 indi-
viduals for whom I know birth dates were born in the 1840s). Also well represented were 
those who were born during the 1850s and the 1860s (16 and 15%, respectively). It seems 
obvious that the number of people born in the 1800s (6 in total) and 1890s (only 2) was quite 
low given their very old or young age when Ersilia’s receptions were in their heyday. What 
is surprising, however, is that the countess invited relatively few persons that were born in 
the 1880s (only 12). Did she distrust the younger generation, or was the standard she set 
too high (and specialised) for these youngsters?
Some of these young guests reflected on their experiences in Palazzo Lovatelli. The 
German archaeologist Georg Karo, the future director of the German Institute in Athens, 
recalls that the first impression of the salon was quite intimidating and that the hostess was 
almost ‘unnahbar’ (unapproachable).75 His colleague Ulrich von Willamowitz-Moellendorff 
states in his memoirs that the level of conversation was high, especially when Ersilia wel-
comed prominent guests: ‘Besonders angestaunt ward immer Donna Ersilia Lovatelli Caetani 
in ihrer Anmut und der herablassenden Liebenswürdigkeit, die sie jedem gönnte. (…) Wenn 
vornehme Gäste nach Rom kamen, zumal Mommsen, füllte sich der Saal der Bibliothek und 
gab es wirkliche Belehrung. Oft mißhandelten wir Ragazzi nur die italienische Sprache, was 
die italienische Liebenswürdigkeit nachsichtig hinnahm; die Principessa lachte uns nachher 
nach Verdienst aus. (‘Donna Ersilia Lovatelli Caetani was especially admired for her grace 
and the self-effacing courtesy that she begrudged no one. (…) Whenever eminent guests 
came to Rome, especially Mommsen, the hall of the library was filled and there was genuine 
instruction. We ragazzi (i.e. youngsters) often abused the Italian language, which Italian 
courtesy indulgently put up with. Afterwards, the principessa (i.e. Ersilia) laughed at us, as 
we deserved’).’76 Even so, Ersilia was willing to write letters of recommendation for them, 
and especially for those adepts who dedicated themselves to science, art, literature, music 
and/or politics.
While some of the upcoming youngsters were eager to show off their talents, others 
rejected Ersilia’s world for various reasons. Indeed the low percentage of guests born in the 
1880s might have been caused by their own negative attitude towards (semi-)private socia-
bility as well. Already in 1873, the future German chamberlain Carl von Gerdorff reported in 
a letter to his mentor Friedrich Nietzsche that he needed to overcome his reluctance towards 
the system of getting invited by means of letters of recommendation, and that he felt ill at 
the sight of the academic notables who dominated Caetani-Lovatelli’s receptions.77 Romain 
Rolland, who stayed in Rome in 1889 as a membre of the École française, felt another kind 
of aversion. In a letter to his mother he reports that his comrades had informed him about 
the bizarre habits in Caetani-Lovatelli’s palace that he was now eager to explore himself.78 
Rolland concluded that the receptions were ‘sans esprit’, that the hostess was quite sarcastic, 
that she seemed not to have any interest in serious conversations, and that she looked bored 
in a world that she had created herself.79 Despite his reservations, Rolland kept visiting Ersilia 
and profited from it, meeting the likes of Ernest Renan and Paul Bourget. He also encountered 
the Italian poet Gabriele D’Annunzio, whom he first described as a snob and an arrogant 
CULTURAL AND SOCIAL HISTORY  73
dandy, but whom he later befriended, exchanging their views on literature and Baroque 
music.80
It is a paradox that while some of the youths hated the intellectual culture of Ersilia’s 
receptions, others were disappointed by the lack of it. This reveals foremost the difficult 
position that some late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century hosts and hostesses were 
in. They often adapted their receptions to satisfy many of the older guests who, having 
received a broad education and still being active in various cultural domains, were eager to 
keep up with the specialising trends in society. Obviously this serious and differentiated kind 
of conversation appealed to some youngsters as well. Other persons, though, especially 
students who were being trained as specialists, longed for an escape from this narrowing 
academic world. Even though, or maybe precisely because, Ersilia adjusted to the various 
needs of her guests by changing the character of her receptions from day to day, she disap-
pointed some. Indeed she could not prevent her gatherings from becoming less influential 
after 1910. One of her daughters tried to revive them after Ersilia’s death in 1925, but to no 
avail. This proves that the historian Roberto Simanowski was right when, referencing some 
eloquent sentences from Robert Musil’s Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften, he suggested that 
the vanishing of salons after the First World War was caused by the rampant process of the 
specialisation of knowledge.81
Even its downfall, therefore, again underscores the dominant discourse of Ersilia’s palace 
as a heaven for scholars. The data, however, also reveal that it is all too easily forgotten that 
51% of her visitors were not related to scholarship professionally. As we have seen already 
many were involved in politics (29%). This confirms the statement of the journalist and 
politician Ferdinando Martini who claimed that Caetani-Lovatelli’s drawing rooms were an 
appendix to the Italian parliament.82 As mentioned before, some of these representatives 
were appointed senator for life because of their academic or artistic qualities. The number 
of politicians without an academic or artistic career was much lower indeed (14%). All of the 
74 politicians were male, 65 of them Italian. Most were active on the national level, their 
fame yet again underscoring Martini’s words. Some, however, were (also) involved in Rome’s 
municipal politics, including Ersilia’s husband Giacomo Lovatelli who served on the city 
council, and Ernesto Nathan, Rome’s (first-ever Jewish) mayor.
While Bartoccini, Mori, Lemme and Ghione all have indicated that Caetani-Lovatelli wel-
comed many politicians from different parties, they did not analyse the gatherings’ political 
discourse. Political events were much talked about, confirming the importance of the recep-
tions in the development of a political infrastructure in Rome after its inauguration as the 
Italian capital in 1871. Ersilia hoped that inviting politicians with different opinions would 
result in lively debates. She therefore had to keep silent about her own views. From her notes 
and letters, we can deduce that she probably was a liberal royalist, calling Marxists and 
socialists ‘spauracchi’ (‘spooks’), and lamenting the popularity of the republicans.83 Even so, 
she invited the likes of Antonio Labriola, a professor of philosophy known for his Marxist 
views; and Alessandro Chiappelli, who tried to create a synthesis between Marxism and 
Christianity and dedicated his work Il socialismo e il pensiero moderno (1897) to Ersilia, thank-
ing her for having introduced him to the Italian and foreign intellectual elites. The countess 
also helped her nephew, the socialist Leone Caetani, score a sound victory during the 1909 
parliamentary elections.84
Caetani-Lovatelli’s strategy paid off. Rather than making deals, those guests interested in 
politics had fierce debates, especially about the Italian unification and its aftermath, which 
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was not at all as successful as many had hoped. Various guests deplored the absence of a 
cultural unity, Italy’s weak economy, its lack of colonial success and its inability to become 
a Great Power. They asked themselves how a nation with such a rich heritage could be in 
such a lamentable political state of affairs. The historian Ferdinand Gregorovius noted the 
self-criticism of Ersilia’s Italian habitués: ‘Von namhaften Italienern sah ich mehrere bei Donna 
Ersilia (…), wie Sella, Minghetti, Bonghi, Guerrieri Gonzaga, Terenzio Mamiani. (…) Wenn 
Selbstkritik ein Symptom der Erneuerung des Volksgeistes ist, so sind die Italiener heute am 
gutem Wege. Sie üben diese bis zum Zynismus an sich aus; sie decken schonungslos die 
Pudenda ihrer Nation auf.’ (‘I saw several notable Italians at Donna Ersilia’s, like Sella, Minghetti, 
Bonghi, Guerrieri Gonzaga, Terenzio Mamiani. (…) If self-criticism is a symptom of the renewal 
of a people’s spirit, then Italians today are on the right track. They carry it out to the level of 
cynicism itself; they mercilessly expose the pudenda of their nation.’)85
Despite all their ideological differences, precisely these debates forged Caetani-Lovatelli’s 
guests into part of Italy’s new intellectual-political elite. They felt responsible for the country’s 
future and offered various solutions for all its problems. The famous poet Giosuè Carducci, 
who would receive the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1906 and who was appointed senator for 
life in 1890, lamented the parliamentary system and its corruption, pleading for a thorough 
reform.86 Ruggiero Bonghi, who served as Minister of Education between 1873 and 1876, 
even went so far as to plead for the abolition of the parliament, which clearly did not suit 
the Italian spirit or, as he wrote, its ‘Geist’.87
One of the most vehement political fights in the palazzo was between Francesco Crispi, 
who served as Prime Minister between 1887–1891 and 1893–1896, and Felice Cavallotti, 
leader of the opposition. Although both belonged to the political left, Crispi governed with 
support of the right, leaving the leftist opposition frustrated. Known for his smart rhetoric, 
in Ersilia’s palace Cavallotti argued that this Third Rome did not resemble any of the dreams 
of the Risorgimento patriots. He concluded that the new political elite was part of a weak 
and corrupt Byzantine system.88 His solution was to broaden the right to vote. His views 
were strongly opposed by the right-wing politicians, and it was on his way to Caetani-
Lovatelli in 1898, in fact, that Cavallotti became the victim of a political assassination.89
Crispi, on the other hand, was convinced that only possessing colonies would eventually 
restore the Italians’ faith in their own nation-state.90 Already in 1887, he decided to send 
troops to the Ethiopian Empire of Menelik II, one of the last parts of Africa yet to be colonised. 
Eventually the Italians were defeated twice by the Ethiopians, however, leading to even more 
complaints about the current state of Italian affairs in Ersilia’s drawing rooms, not only by 
Cavallotti, but also by Sidney Sonnino, who would become Prime Minister during the first 
decades of the twentieth century, and who stated that colonies were a luxury of the rich.91 
At the same time, the countess also invited guests who defended Italy’s colonial policy. 
Ferdinando Martini, mentioned before as a journalist working for the Fanfulla della domenica, 
also served as Minister of the Colonies twice between 1897 and 1907. In Palazzo Lovatelli, 
he recruited for the Ufficio coloniale and the Istituto coloniale italiano, appointing the likes 
of Giacomo Agnesa, who would become a famous diplomat.92
Indeed, as can be viewed in Figure 6 Palazzo Lovatelli was a hotspot for diplomats, as well 
as for a few foreign politicians. Most of them visited Rome in order to keep informed about 
the latest developments in post-Risorgimento Italy, while some were particularly interested 
in the position of the Vatican, of which the Pope had declared himself a prisoner since Italian 
unification. Even if Fiorella Bartoccini was right when she declared that Ersilia’s palace 
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functioned as a corridor between the ‘Whites’ (the nationalist liberals) and ‘Blacks’ (those 
loyal to the pope), the percentage of representatives from the Catholic Church in the data-
set is rather low (9 out of 285 visitors; 3%), thereby reflecting the liberal position that the 
Caetani family had taken during the Risorgimento.93 It is interesting to note that 3 of these 
9 clergymen were archaeologists as well (see Figure 7), perhaps partly explaining Ersilia’s 
willingness to invite them. Also telling is that most of them actively supported modernism. 
The hostess forged transnational ties between modernist priests like the German Franz Xaver 
Kraus, the Italian Romolo Murri, and the Frenchmen Albert Houtin and Alfred Loisy. She 
supported their goals of reconciling Catholic faith with modern science. For instance, she 
provided Kraus access to the catacombs, which helped him write a new, modernist church 
history.94 She also introduced him to the Baroness Augusta von Eichthal, who knew the 
American community of prelates well, many of whom were also in favour of modernising 
the Church. Working for the Allgemeine Zeitung, Kraus offered these Americans a chance to 
spread their views.95
A final remarkable aspect of the data-set is the low percentage of nobility. It accounted 
for only 15% of the total visiting population, while the upper middle class was far better 
represented. The number of nobles also significantly dropped after 1880. As Figure 8 indi-
cates, Ersilia only made exceptions for those aristocrats who played significant roles in the 
fields of politics, science, business and/or the arts. Perhaps, just like many of the foreign 
Figure 6. the international diplomats and politicians that visited Palazzo lovatelli.
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guests in Rome, Ersilia saw the Roman nobility as dull and uninteresting.96 More likely, how-
ever, she understood that the nobility could only maintain its position if it would fuse with 
other cultural-intellectual, political and social-economical elites. She was well aware of the 
major political, cultural and social changes of her time and their consequences for her own 
social class. In the new Kingdom of Italy, the nobility by and large lost its position to the 
upcoming upper middle class. By including members of various social origins and especially 
members of this new bourgeoisie, and at the same time excluding others, Caetani-Lovatelli 
was able to consolidate her own social position. Thus the data-set shows what Verena von 
der Heyden-Rynsch has called ‘bourgeoisification of the nobility’, while simultaneously an 
‘aristocratization’ of the bourgeoisie’ occurred.97
Although these statistics already offer valuable insights, their full benefit is yet to come. 
By comparing this data-set to those related to other places of sociability in Rome, we can 
chart the movements of elites within the city. Thus we acquire a better understanding of 
the Eternal City’s intellectual culture, thereby concretely depiciting its appeal to foreigners. 
Unfortunately, the data-sets to draw from at present are few. One notable exception is the 
work of Laura Rischbieter who has studied the life and works of the aforementioned Henriette 
Hertz (1846–1913).98 This German native settled in Rome in 1889, where she became a 
famous patron of the arts. She was an art historian and the founder of the world’s first library 
dedicated to the history of art, the Biblioteca Hertziana. She befriended Ersilia and followed 
her example, welcoming visitors in her own Palazzo Zuccari. In an appendix to her book, 
Rischbieter offers an overview of Hertz’ network. Even if this compendium might include 
some persons who actually never frequented Hertz’ palace, it is currently the only other 
data-set related to Rome’s fin-de-siècle (semi-)private sociability.
Figure 7. the archaeologists and priests who visited Palazzo lovatelli.
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While Hertz’ network was relatively small compared to Ersilia’s, their social compositions 
show similarities. Of the 105 persons that Rischbieter mentions, at least 38 visited Palazzo 
Lovatelli as well. Most of them were scholars and/or politicians. Caetani-Lovatelli’s receptions 
included more nationalities, but the Germans were well represented in both palaces, which 
proves their dominance in Rome’s intellectual climate.99 In Hertz’ palace, women accounted 
for approximately 25%, a higher percentage than in Ersilia’s case. At the same time only 10% 
of her guests were of noble birth, which is even lower than the 15% of Caetani-Lovatelli. 
Both percentages indicate the transition in Italian and Roman society during the fine secolo.
It would be interesting to compare Ersilia’s pranzi with other Roman sites of (semi-) private 
sociability as well, including the gatherings hosted by Nadine Helbig.100 A comparison with 
receptions organised by men would even be more revealing since this would shed new light 
on the decision of many scholars to exclude male hosts from their analysis. Even if compre-
hensive data are still lacking, it seems Ersilia’s ‘meet-ups’ resembled those of her father and 
those of Count Giuseppe Pasolini (1815–1876).101 A juxtaposition with other forms of socia-
bility is also of great value. Ersilia’s network, for instance, echoed her brother Onorato’s, who 
organised balls and diner parties.102 The same is true for the professional network of the 
Figure 8. the aristocratic part of Ersilia Caetani-lovatelli’s visiting network.
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Accademia dei Lincei, in which 15% of Ersilia’s guests held memberships.103 Ersilia’s semi-pri-
vate sociability and her familial and professional networks thus clearly overlapped.
Conclusion
An important achievement of historiography over the last 25 years or so has been the reg-
istration, dating and locating of an enormous number of ‘salons’. Not only famous ‘salon-
nières’ in the big capitals of Europe have been studied, but also relatively unknown hostesses 
in provincial towns. At the same time recent questions related to processes of social in- and 
exclusion and the formation of group identities all call for new research in which the tradi-
tional qualitative interpretation of sources is combined with and based on a quantitative 
foundation. Analysing the receptions of the Italian countess Ersilia Caetani-Lovatelli by map-
ping all her guests, this article shows the challenges of such an approach, as well as its 
rewards. Though until now Caetani-Lovatelli’s salon had only been described as a meeting 
place of some famous scholars, writers and politicians, this study reveals that it was a venue 
that shaped the political and academic contours of the new Italian nation-state, where old 
customs were continued and questioned and new traditions were created. The quantitative 
data indicate how diverse Ersilia’s salon network was, and how its underlying processes of 
in- and exclusion influenced the forging of various social groups, ranging from Italian fem-
inists (mostly women of Ersilia’s own age and social lineage), (inter)national archaeologists 
(mostly middle-class or aristocratic men of Ersilia’s own age), national politicians (all of them 
from the upper middle or upper class and from various age groups) to Catholic modernists 
(men from different age groups and various nationalities). The data-set detects other devel-
opments as well, such as the specialisation of knowledge, and enables us to see that Ersilia’s 
receptions were strongly affected by yet also influenced the major changes of her time.
Moreover, data-sets and digital tools provide scholars with additional possibilities for 
research, such as the ability to compare different (semi)-private meetings as well as to classify 
all of them (in relation to class, cultural fields, gender, milieu, political orientations, etc.). One 
of the next steps of Stanford’s Salon Project will therefore be a comparison of ‘salons’ from 
various regions. The remarks of contemporaries who claimed that receptions differed from 
host to host (men and women), city to city, region to region, and nation to nation will be 
verified, while the guests’ own geographical movements will be charted as well, resulting 
in a visualisation of intellectual culture(s). Also the differences and similarities between 
‘salons’ and more public institutions including the café, the club, the casino and the academy 
will be examined.
At the same time this approach challenges the concept of ‘salon’ itself. This article fits in 
with recent research that problematises the term. It shows that hardly anyone involved used 
the word to indicate the social practice of receiving guests. Twentieth-century scholars 
started using ‘salon’ as a concept to be able to distinguish regular private meetings from 
other types of sociability. As we have seen, however, these receptions often involved people 
that did not belong to the inner circle of the host(ess). Also, because of the lack of quantitative 
research so far, it is questionable how ‘salons’ differed from occasional gatherings. Although, 
or precisely because, more research is needed, it seems effective to complement the concept 
‘salon’ with a more inclusive ‘(semi-)private sociability’. This could also give a radical impetus 
to the debate on how the salon tradition influenced other parts of the world. Many scholars 
have revealed that European expansion resulted in a global copying or echoing of salons.104 
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Inspired by the work of Dipesh Chakrabarty, and by embracing the concept of private socia-
bility, we could ‘provincialize’ this European sociability and put all pre-colonial extra-Euro-
pean habits of welcoming guests on our research agenda.105 This would lead to a better 
understanding of the intellectual and cultural meaning, in addition to the social and political 
functioning, of various forms of (semi-)private sociability worldwide.
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